BYZANTIUM AND THE SLAVS                   339
opportunity of settling south of the Danube. In 558
Justinian came to terms with the Avars and agreed to pay
them a yearly subsidy. In 582, after a long siege, the Avars
captured the great frontier fortress of Sirmium; and the
siege and fall of Sirmium were the signal for a Slav invasion
of the peninsula that penetrated as far as the Long Walls
outside Constantinople. It is probable that many of these
invaders remained permanently within imperial territory.
During the next decade the imperial authorities were
engrossed with the Persian War; and by the close of the
century, when next they could turn their attention to the
Danube frontier, they found the Slavs too firmly entrenched
in the north-west corner of the peninsula to be dislodged.
In 597 a new wave of Slav invasion swamped the penin-
sula. On this occasion the invaders' goal was less ambitious
than in 582, but more valuable for them. The easiest road
from the middle Danube to the sea runs not across the rough
mountains that border the Adriatic but from Belgrade or
Sirmium up the Morava and down the Vardar to Salonica.
To possess Salonica has always been, therefore, the aim of
every power on the middle and lower Danube. The invaders
of 597 were a motley collection of Slav tribes with a few
Avars and Bulgars amongst them. Their ambition was
probably only to sack Salonica, but their onslaught was none
the less very vehement; and the pious Thessalonians con-
sidered that only the personal intervention of their patron
saint, St. Demetrius, preserved the city.
Though they failed to take Salonica, it is probably from
this campaign that the Slav settlements in the city's hinter-
land, in Macedonia, begin. The account of the Miracles of
St. Demetrius gives a picture of life in Salonica at the time.
The Empire was distracted by the anarchy of Phocas's reign
and its energies were later fully employed in the wars of
Heraclius against the Persians. There was no opportunity
for punitive action in the Balkans. So the Slavs poured in
across the Danube and the Save, gravitating mainly towards
Macedonia, while the Avars protected their flanks by attack-
ing Constantinople. It was seldom safe to wander far from
the gates of Salonica. Twice again Slav armies appeared
before the walls, though in neither case was a definite siege